The study aims to explore the stakeholders' perception towards intercultural communicative competence (ICC) in hospitality higher education and examine what ICCs are important to graduates in their career development.
Introduction
dimensions: open and hidden (Gu, 2000) . The word "hidden" indicates a degree of difficulty to teach and learn in practice. Obvious linguistic symbols of alphabet, words, and grammar rules are relatively easy for the learners to observe and learn. But the intangible aspect might pose as a challenge for the educators to handle in the classroom. Increased intercultural understanding and improved intercultural communication have become increasingly important to the world of blending cultures, experience, and business practices (Saee, 2006) . Interculturally, competent persons must know how to negotiate and respect the meanings of cultural symbols and norms that are changing during their interactions (Kim, 1994) . Ferraro (2006) indicated that ICC is important in hospitality and travel companies which have failed to train front-line employees with ICC. ICC training and education have to provide front-line workers with a way to improve their service encounters with foreign customers (Kotler, Bowen, & Makens, 2003) . Weiler and Ham (2001) stated that tour guides must have a solid grasp of the culture they interpret as well as the culture their clients bring with them. Cultural misunderstanding may be avoided or reconciled more easily by tour guides who have intercultural understanding and the ability to communicate effectively between cultures (Gurung, Simmons, & Devlin, 1996) . Due to its difficult nature and extensive applicability nowadays, the intercultural misunderstanding and cross-cultural difficulties have been examined by many researchers (Holliday, Hyde, & Kullman, 2004; Lustig & Koester, 2006 ; R. Scollon & S. W. Scollon, 2001 ). If a hospitality or travel firm does not perform to the expectations of the international guest, a cross-cultural conflict may occur. These conflicts are often caused by cultural norms and values that are dissimilar between guests and service workers and can lead to a dissatisfied customer, a frustrated service provider, and lost business (Cushner & Brislin, 1996) .
To avoid misinterpretation of other cultures while promoting one's own culture and to achieve effective communication, the graduates in hospitality industry need to be able to mediate between or among distinct cultures. Language educators agree that traditional language teaching has generally concentrated on the skills of speaking, listening, reading, and writing (Corbett, 2003) . However, the ultimate goal of an intercultural approach to language education is not so much "native speaker competence" but rather an "ICC". Le Roux (2002) emphasized that effective educators are culturally competent in cross-cultural encounters in a multi-cultural classroom. Deardorff (2006) identified that intercultural competences should be included in teaching objectives at institutions of higher education and he also has developed a measurement of intercultural competence. Based on Deardorff's (2006 ) model, Tian (2013 investigated the components of intercultural competence for English language learners in China. To achieve ICC, a graduate has to understand both the language and culture of the target country and serve as a diplomat or a bridge between the "home" community and the "target" community (Corbett, 2003) . In order to educate students to be aware of the cultural differences in university settings, the ICC should be added into the hospitality curriculum.
In China, many studies have been found to investigate the ICC. Some studies aim to explore Chinese students' intercultural experiences and their social and academic challenges in adapting to an educational system (Gu, 2009; Gu & Maley, 2008; Liu, 2000) . Some researchers suggest that ICC should be the ultimate goal of cultural teaching in foreign language education and some teaching pedagogies have been proposed for this purpose (Chen, 2001; Hu & Gao, 1997; Wang, 1999) . The goal of cultural teaching has been expanded to include promoting the acquisition of cultural knowledge, awareness, and understanding (A. D. Zhang & X. Zhang, 2002) . However, few studies are found to identify ICC from stakeholders' perceptions in the hospitality higher education. Additionally, studies on what ICCs are important to graduates in their career development are even fewer.
Methodology
In-depth interview and content analysis were adopted to explore the stakeholders' perceptions towards ICC in hospitality higher education (Objective 1). In order to investigate what ICCs are important to graduates in their career development, descriptive statistics and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with a post-hoc Scheffe test were conducted (Objective 2). In-depth interviews based on open-ended questions are conducted with stakeholders, they are: hospitality educators, graduates, and employers in China. For the selection of the interviewees, purposive sampling was employed. Purposive sampling is best used with small numbers of individuals who may well be sufficient for understanding human perceptions, which are the main justification for a qualitative audience research (Patton, 1990) . The interviewees are considered to be most informed and knowledgeable of the issues and problems besetting the ICC. Grounded on the relevant literature review (Deardorff, 2006; Tian, 2013) , a total of 12 items were generated as the initial items to be used by the researchers during the in-depth interviews (see Table 1 (a)). Twenty-four in-depth interviews were conducted from January to March 2014 to collect empirical data in China. In the first round of interviews, 12 graduates who have just graduated from China's hospitality schools were invited to participate. The second round of interviews includes six hospitality educators and six hospitality employers in China. All interviewees can be considered to be rather neutral and unbiased in the issues. The guideline for both rounds of interviews is shown in Table 2 . It started with an open-ended question following the interview guide, and all interviewees were asked to discuss ICC and their perceptions of ICC. The open-ended question generated a list of 12 items (see Table 1 (b)). Then, the 12 initial items based on the literature review were provided and explained to the interviewees. The data analysis was conducted according to the content analysis method. The process of using content analysis for this study, to a large extent, followed the procedures suggested by Berg (2004) . The basic steps are:
(1) collect data and make it into text; (2) code the data; (3) transform codes into categories, labels, or themes; (4) sorted materials are used to collect data by categories, identifying similar phrases, patterns, relationships, and commonalities or disparities; (5) sorted materials are examined to identify and isolate meaningful patterns and processes; and (6) identified patterns are considered in the context of previous research and theories. After coding and analyzing, the researchers reduced the surplus items by combining a few items together since they shared identical meaning. For example, the items "understanding others' worldviews" and "understanding the value of cultural diversity" were combined and renamed as "understanding of other cultural values". The items "deep knowledge and understanding of culture (one's own and others')" and "culture-specific knowledge and understanding host culture's traditions" were combined and renamed as "understanding other cultures helps understand one's own better". The items "cross-cultural awareness", "open attitude towards cross-cultural learning and to people from other cultures", and "respect for other cultures" were combined and renamed as "cultural awareness and respect for other cultures". The item "flexibility" was consolidated with "when in Rome, do as the Romans do". Finally, the literature review and in-depth interviews generated a total of 11 ICC items (see Table 1 (c)).
Then, six academic experts and six hospitality employers were invited to review the content validity of these initial items in order to make ICC applicable to hotel schools in the Chinese Mainland. Using expert sampling for the initial generation of items is one of the main methods of content validation (Haynes, Richard, & Kubany, 1995) . Subsequently, they were asked to rate each of the 11 items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from "extremely unrepresentative" to "extremely representative" to identify the extent of ICC-engaged hospitality schools. If an item's mean value is higher than 4, then this item is selected to represent ICC in hotel schools in Mainland China. Altogether, 10 out of 12 items were selected (see Table 1 (d)). The results showed that not all of the western ICCs were adopted in China. The interviewees also generated several ICC items unique to China. They were: learning and acquiring other cultural values threaten one's own identity; cultural values are neither right nor wrong, but just different; a great aid of ICC by the Internet; importance of ICC for hospitality students and their career; and language competency. Based on the findings of the in-depth interviews, a total of 10 items were found to represent ICC in hotel schools in China.
Descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA with a post-hoc Scheffe test were used to assess what ICCs are important to graduates in their career development. In order to avoid bias and obtain comprehensive data collection, this study chose six hotels in cities located in north, east, southwest, and south of China in May 2014. A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed to hotel employees who graduated from hotel schools, with 200 valid questionnaires being returned, representing a response rate of 80%. The graduates were asked to provide their perceptions about each of the 10 statements concerning ICC on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 representing "completely disagree" and 7 representing "completely agree". The Chinese questionnaire was edited and proofread by two researchers, who are both proficient in English and Chinese, to ensure the accuracy of the items translated from English. The software SPSS 18 was used for the main study data analysis. The descriptive statistics of the ICC were shown in Table 3 . Among the means of the 10 items, the highest mean value was "importance of ICC for hospitality students in their career" (6.58), followed by "language competency" (6.36), "understanding of and respect for other cultural values" (6.26), and "ability to adjust to international working environment once in work" (6.23), indicating that these items are the most representative items of the stakeholders' perceptions towards ICC in hospitality higher education. The lowest mean value was "learning and acquiring other cultural values threaten one's own identity" (2.87). It seems that the graduates do not think that learning other cultural values will pose a threat to their own cultures. 
Results and Discussion
Of the 200 valid questionnaires, 43.1% were completed by males and 56.9% were completed by females. The largest age group was 22-to 24-year-olds, accounting for 46.7% of the sample, followed by 25-to 27-year-olds (34.2%), 19-to 21-year-olds (17.3%), and under 19 years old (1.8%). In terms of education, 48.7% of the hotel employees had college diplomas, 35.6% had bachelor's degrees, and another 15.7% had graduated from vocational/technical schools. Finally, 62.4% interviewees were from 5-star hotels, 28.7% from 4-star hotels, 6.7% from 3-star hotels, and 2.2% from 2-star hotels. One-way ANOVA with a post-hoc Scheffe test was adopted to examine the difference between different ICC on graduates' career development. Out of the nine dependent variables, significant differences were observed on five variables with various levels of significance. The five variables were: language competency; understanding other cultures helps understand one's own better; cultural awareness and respect for other cultures; a great aid of ICC by the Internet; and ability to adjust to international working environment once in work (see Table 4 ). Based on the descriptive statistics analysis, it is found that the respondents are fully aware of the importance of ICC with the highest mean value of 6.58. Working within the hospitality industry, as well as understanding the social and cultural aspects of tourism, requires employees to be aware of the challenges that often arise between customers of different languages and members of different cultures. As shown in Table 4 , for the "language competency" item, the one-way ANOVA determines the significant difference at the p ≤ 0.000 (F = 6.673, p = 0.000) with the mean value of 6.36. In the increasingly international and mobile China, knowledge of foreign languages plays an important and sometimes a decisive role in the employability of graduates in the hospitality industry. In the process of learning a new language, it is important to be aware of its cultural aspect(s), because the knowledge of other cultures helps a learner to learn a certain language and to assess cultural values of that language (Ellis, 2005) . In order to develop ICC, students should not only learn a foreign language, but such a process should also include intercultural training and intercultural exchange of ideas. It is evident that the knowledge and the competence acquired in this learning process will highly contribute to the development of tourism and hospitality services in general.
For the "understanding other cultures helps understand one's own better" item, one-way ANOVA demonstrates the significant difference at the p < 0.05 (F = 4.123, p = 0.008) with the mean value of 5.58. The cross-cultural experience should help the student form a clearer understanding and appreciation of the characteristics of another culture and its complexity and diversity. While developing a sense of cross-cultural acceptance, students will also gain an appreciation of the sources and values of their own culture. This indicates that students should demonstrate growth in their competence to understand and acknowledge cultural differences and to conceptually relate one's own culture to another. For the "cultural awareness and respect for other cultures" item, one-way ANOVA reveals the significant difference at the p < 0.05 (F = 4.336, p = 0.006) with the mean value of 5.97. International visitors on leisure and business trips often expect service providers to understand their values and cultural beliefs by exhibiting a certain level of ICC (Katriel, 1995) . The growth and very existence of companies in these industries will become more dependent on the success of these encounters between employees and foreign guests (Bhawuk, 2001) . It means that graduates must know how their Chinese values may differ from those from other cultures which they should respect. Graduates looking for a career in hospitality industry must develop this competence and achieve successful interactions with customers from other cultures.
For the "a great aid of ICC by the Internet" item, one-way ANOVA indicates the significant difference at the p < 0.05 (F = 4.347, p = 0.006) with the mean value of 5.36. The use of Internet technologies may offer a solution to developing language and intercultural skills in countries like China where face-to-face experiential learning is difficult. Shi (2006) reported that a web-based intercultural training program was valuable in helping learners enhance their ICC. Hospitality educators and learners are broadly enthusiastic and supportive of developing ICC by incorporating Internet technologies into traditional classroom instructions (Wang & Coleman, 2009 ). Nowadays, the Internet is playing an important role in the hospitality and tourism industry. By the use of the Internet, students are given an opportunity to learn different cultures and respect people from other cultures. Thus, acquiring the knowledge and understanding of cultural factors is the key to successful communication across cultures (Beamer, 1992) . As for the "ability to adjust to international working environment once in work" item, one-way ANOVA indicates the significant difference at the p ≤ 0.000 (F = 12.502, p = 0.000) with the mean value of 6.23. Working adjustment involves adapting oneself to the new environment with unfamiliar surroundings and cultures. Working in a culturally different environment is always a challenge, so it is not surprising that the lack of cultural knowledge and language ability and a difficulty in adjusting to the culture difference are major factors affecting career development (Dowling & Welch, 2005) . The hospitality and tourism industry is a labor-intensive industry which demands high levels of contact between their stakeholders. The ICC is a core competence for graduates in the industry to perform their various tasks professionally and effectively. The participants know well that different cultures should be respected and hospitality professionals should continue to improve their ICC throughout their careers which were consistent with those of previous studies (Lustig & Koester, 2006; Martin & Nakayama, 2007) . The results revealed can be referred to as a starting point for the educators to consider integrating more cultural ingredients in hospitality studies.
In-depth interview was employed to explore the stakeholders' perceptions in this study and more discussions are also as follows. A few of interviewees are more concerned with the "invasion" of other cultural values whilst the majority of participants are not. Judging from the context, it seems that the educators might feel it more urgent to protect and promote traditional Chinese cultural values than introducing western values. They might be anxious that globalization has negatively impacted the Chinese culture, which should stand out in the world. Interestingly, however, most of graduates are confident that traditional Chinese values will not be easily replaced under foreign influences. Learning other cultures will help one understand and better promote one's own culture, particularly in the case of a country like China which has a rich cultural history. Furthermore, two hotel employers remark that China has been open to the world for decades and now "we are rather unshockable about foreign cultures".
The majority of interviewees admit that the students need to improve their linguistic skills first. Learning cultures involves deeper understanding and fluency in the target language. Otherwise, it would be impossible for the graduates to mediate among different cultures. Superficial greetings will prove inadequate in intercultural communication. From the in-depth interview, two educators state that linguistically, the students can only exchange greetings with their teachers and vocabulary gets in the way when they try to communicate with people from different cultures. Some graduates argue that language classes seem to be dominated by linguistic training and subjects concerning ICC are separated from language course. All interviewees agree that international teachers could be better at teaching cultures whilst the domestic bilingual staff better at enhancing the students' linguistic skills. Apart from improving language skills, one employer indicates that employees have to learn more about current affairs and broaden their vision.
The importance of ICC for hospitality students in their career is well recognized by the interviewees. Due to their limited exposure to direct face-to-face contact with people from other cultures, online chatting is one of the most common ways to improve their linguistic skills and understanding of foreign cultures. One graduate admitted that she felt excited yet nervous when chatting in English with people from different cultures via the Internet. Apart from emphasizing the Internet as an aid to teaching ICC, One employer encourages that more experiential leaning should be involved in hospitality higher education related to ICC. Another declares that cultural awareness would be best to be developed at hospitality higher education. Most of the employers agree that ICC will be of great help for career development in hospitality. However, they disclose that most of the colleges' present curriculum can hardly meet industry demands. They suggest that colleges need to keep on updating the curriculum by listening to industry voices. Some graduates acknowledge the fact that in the 21st century, China's opening will bring along opportunities for tourism graduates to go and work abroad. ICC will help them know more about others. In their future careers, ICC will be useful to express themselves more "freely and exactly".
Conclusion and Recommendations
This study explores the stakeholders' perceptions towards ICC in hospitality higher education in China and what ICCs are important to graduates in their career development. All the stakeholders have agreed upon the importance of ICC for hospitality graduates in their career. Most graduates hope for integration of ICC with bilingual languages teaching and prefer experiential learning related to ICC. Language teaching or learning should not be separated from ICC acquiring and the use of the Internet is encouraged to aid classroom teaching. The appeal from employers to update ICC teaching content is well worth noting. Thus, introducing different cultural values will not jeopardize the learners' identification with their home cultures. The integration of ICC with language teaching is a necessity to capture the students' interest and prepare future professionals for the industry. Yet, what and how to integrate ICC would demand more investigation and exploration. Based on the results of the study, recommendations are as follows.
Language teaching or learning should not be separated from ICC acquiring. It is recommended that an academic institution could think about training the educators and operate student exchange programs/student internship abroad. It would be best to send the bilingual staff to study abroad for a period of time in order to gain a deeper understanding of cultures in the target language. Bilingual teachers who know both cultures better than the monolingual educators might be efficient in teaching ICC to the students. International exchanges programs or student internship in other counties will enable the students to learn about different cultures as well. Though the learners might not be perfect in language skills, they should be given the opportunity to explore aspects of both home and target cultures with sensitivity and respect (Corbett, 2003) by enhancing their ability to adjust to the international environment. Moreover, it would be a good practice for tourism or hotel organizations to continue to offer culture-oriented training programs to the students from schools and colleges. In-house ICC training at those organizations could be more tailor-made and better adapted to meet the demands from work.
It is recommended that academic institution may gather the stakeholders to decide upon restructuring the curriculum of hospitality management courses and ICC teaching, if necessary. When developing a new ICC curriculum, the scope of content could be extended to include non-English-speaking markets, such as Muslim, Arabic, Russian, or Spanish-speaking societies. This recommendation would be helpful in developing a more integrated curriculum for ICC learning. Curricular internationalization is expected to result in preparing future professionals with strong ICC. More research in the intercultural impacts to facilitate curricular internationalization would benefit the stakeholders in the hospitality industry in China.
This study could be of major use to hospitality undergraduates, educators, and employers in the Chinese Mainland. From graduates' perspective, the study may help them improve their ICC learning at schools for better advancement in their future careers. From educators' perspective, it may provide a better understanding from the stakeholders' perceptions when integrating cultural elements with communicative competence in hospitality education, and prepare qualified students. From employers' perspective, ICC can be a valuable tool when recruiting quality graduates. In addition, a greater understanding of ICC contributes to graduates' career development, universities' curriculum validation, and service quality in hospitality industry.
